
Guest Editorial 

This mon th, for the first time, we run a guest editorial. The writer of this 
essay is Portia Isaacson, who is chairperson of the 79 77 National Computer 
Conference which will he held in Dallas TX June 73-76 7977. (The conference 
this year for the first time recognizes the existence of our new trend in 
computing, personal computing, hy creating a special theme for that purpose 
and tal?ing the unprecedented step of adding a special exhihit hall for 
personal computing displays.) Here is on interesting view of the histolY and 
state of personal computing hy an individual who has heen enthusiastically 
participating right from the start. Portia is a professor of computer science at 
the University of Texas at Dallas and a principal in the Micro Store, a retail 
computer outlet located at 634 S Central Expressway, Richardson TX 75080, 
which is run hy her hushand David Wilson . 

Personal Computing: 

Portia Isaacson, PhD 
University of Texas at Dallas 
Richardson TX 75080 

It is clear that we are en
tering a dramatic new era 
in which information pro
cessing power will be 
abundantly available for 
use by the individual con
sumer_ .. 

An Idea Whose Time Has Come! 

Seve ral years ago we knew that com 
puters were go ing to become very small and 
very inexpensive. However, predictions of the 
effect of inex pensi ve computers did no t 
begin to cover th e strength of today's 
personal computing movem ent, where we 
find enthusiasm at a very high pitch. It is 
clear th at we are entering a dramatic new era 
in whi ch information process ing power will 
be abundantl y available for use by the 
individual consumer. 

The only thing one could be sure about 
during the past year when writing abo ut the 
perso nal computing movem ent is that by the 
time the article was printed it would cer
tainl y be antiquated. Every mon th there are 
several new computer- clubs, several new 
computer stores, hundreds more computers 
owned by individu als, and a not iceabl y 
higher level of excitement among in siders to 
the movement. To most of us the whole id ea 
of personal computing is so delightfull y 
intoxicating that we can't quite believe its 
time has really come - but it has r 

Th e perso nal computing movement 
started qu ietly enough when M ITS an
nounced a computer kit for under $5 00 . 
Soon afterwards kits were available from 
several different manufacturers featuring the 
computer, a keyboard, a TV displ ay inter
face, audio cassette inter-face, and th e BASIC 
langu age; all for little more than $1,000. 
Wow r A reall y operational system for about 
the price of a good TV or stereo - clearly in 
personal range _ So the hardware and BAS IC 
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software wer-e ava ilabl e. The othe r needed 
ingredient was imag ination. 

There was no shortage of im ag ination_ In 
fact, almost eve ryo ne who has eve r worked 
with a co mputer- has, at some time or
another, been st ricken with computeritis
the infect ion of the im ag in at io n with ideas 
abo ut "what neat things could be done with 
a computer if only I had access." For yea rs 
we've known that students many times 
substitute the computer- center- for- other
forms of recreationa l ac ti vity. Al so, that 
many programmers can be fOiJnd in the wee 
hours with th eir company computer , doing 
their own thing. 

Applicatio ns of a personal com puter are 
as far ranging as the individual s who im agine 
them. Personal accounting, music genera
tion, library maintenance, language ana lys is , 
stock market analysis, game playing, model 
train control, household control, and tutor
ing are only a few of the known app lica
ti on s. The computer- has few inher-ent 
limitatio ns . 

A "movement" can be chal'acter-ized by 
the people involved. What kinds of people 
are "into" personal computing? And how 
many? Based on the circulation of the major
perso nal computing publications and the 
attendance at conventions, 100,000 is surely 
a very conservative estimate of th e rap idly 
growing number of involved peo pl e. What 
are these people like? True, at first, they 
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Computeritis: the infec
tion of the imagination 
with ideas abou t "what 
neat things could be done 
with a computer if only I 
had access." 

At first, personal comput
ing people were very tech
nical types ... now we find 
a sprinkling of lawyers, 
doctors, kids, retirees, art 
teachers, tavern owners, 
and others. 

Continued from page 4 

were nea l"ly all ve l"y techni ca l types - engi
neers, programmers, and electron ics buffs. 
But times are changing ve ry rapidl y in 
personal co mput ing" Now we find a spl"in
kling of lawye l"s, doc tOl"s, kid s, retil"ees, art 
teach el"s, and tavern ownel" s" Less and less 
techn ica l ex perti se is needed. In fact, with 
computer sto res ready to help and with 
assemb led kits readil y ava il able, one can ge t 
by with no hardware ex perti se . And we all 
know th at BAS IC (the progl'amming lan
guage most widely avail abl e with pel'so nal 
computers) has bee n taught widely in h igh 
schoo ls - so ve ry little in the way of pr ior 
background is needed. Rather, what 's 
need ed is a littl e bread and a lot of curios ity 
about one of the most curious of mankind' s 
inventions. 

Wh y does an individu al buy hi s or her 
own co mputer? I th in k there are three 
prim ary reaso ns: (1) he or she has a spec ifi c 
appl icat ion that he or she wants to imp le
ment ; (2) he 01" she is cUI"ious and wants to 
learn about computers; and , (3) hi s or her 
fut ure job secur ity may depend on hi s or her 
knowing" about co mpu te rs. 

Am ong the peo pl e wanting to imp lement 
a specifi c app li cation are many small , usuall y 
one-person, bu sinesses. Th ere is a sprink li ng 
of people with rea ll y innova t ive applica t io ns 
such as dev ices to prov ide ass istance to a 
handicapped in di vidu al. Among those who 
want to lea rn about co mputers al'e th e 
naturall y ve ry cUI"ious peo ple who in the 
pas t would have pUI"sued other elec tro ni cs
ori ented hob bies such as ham radio. There 
are a surpri singly large number of peo ple 
who can great ly in crease th eil" job security 
with it littl e knowledge of co mputel"s - even 
peopl e in fields seemingly no t I"e lated to 
co mputers. 

Owning th e computer does not, by itse lf, 
provid e a perso n with all th at 's needed to 
learn about compu te l"s . Th ere is a major 
educa tio nal pl"ocess that must be "endw"ed ." 
The needed inform at ion can be gleaned from 
many so urces without reso rt ing to fo rm al 
edu catio n: boo ks, magazi nes, and , th ro ugh 
clu bs and co nve ntions, other peo ple. 

One of the prim al"y mea ns of obtaining 
infOl"m ation has bee n co mputel" clu bs. Th el"e 
are nea rl y "ISO computer clubs in th e United 
Sta tes and a few in Canada and other 
countri es" Club sizes vary fro m a hand ful to 
Southem Ca l ifo m ia Co mpu te l" Society's 
more th an 5,000 members. Th ese clubs are 
not affili ated in any way with one ano th er 
except th at a fe w clubs al'e reg ional and have 
several loca l chapters. 

Th e primary ac ti vity of most co mputer 
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clubs is the regular meeting. Typi cally, a 
club mee ts with a freque ncy of from every 
two wee ks to once a month. Th e o bject of a 
meeting may simp ly be the inform al ex
change of informati on by clu b members. 
There may be a presentat ion by a guest 
speakel", a demon stration of a product or a 
projec t , or a wOl"kshop o n some parti cular 
subject. It is no t unu sual for several peo pl e 
to show up unexpec tedl y with computer 
projects to show. Wh atever the main objec
t ive , some side ac ti vities always ta ke place: 
Ind ividu als share th eir ex peri ences and 
insights - usuall y with enthusiasm reminis
cent of a rev iva l test imoni al. 

Many clu bs pub li sh newslette rs which are 
avidl y read by the clu b members. In fac t, 
some of th e newsle tters are so good th at 
th ey have many subscribers outside the 
clu b's primal"Y geographi c area. Th e news
letters co ntain arti cles on the ac ti vit ies of 
the clu b, info rm at io n on new prod ucts, 
schemati cs for new widgets, program li stings, 
ex pel"iences of club members with var ious 
produ cts, and a wea lth of other infOl"mat ion 
wa nted by perso nal computing enthu siasts. 
Alth ough the newsletters vary in prod uct ion 
qu ality from co mpu ter listings all the way to 
glossy magaz in e fo rm at, a typi ca l news letter 
is a few Xero xed pages . 

Clubs are beg inning to exchange news
letters wh ich may bring about improved 
co mmuni catio n and some coo l'dination of 
ac ti viti es among club s. A big questio n arises 
as to wheth er or not a national federat ion of 
clu bs wil l fOl"m . On o ne hand , a nat io nal 
federation coul d benefit its members by 
providing publicat io ns, improved info rm a
t io n exchange , sponsorsh ip of co nferences, 
encoul'agement of produ ct stand ard s, soft
ware exchange , and protec tion of its mem
bers in dea ling with product suppliers. On 
the o ther hand , many peo pl e be lieve that a 
fo rmal orga ni zation wo uld be co unter
produ cti ve to the goal of mos t co mpu ter 
clubs; namely, th e free exchange o f in fo l"ma
tio n for the benefit of th e members. In fac t, 
some clubs, even very large clu bs, elec t no 
office rs, co llec t no dues, and claim no 
members. Th e news lettel' is funded by 
pass ing a hat when the treasur y gets low. 

Th e pel'so nal co mput ing movement is 
held toge th er natio nall y by th e magaz in es. 
There al'e a sur prisi ng number of high 
quali ty publi cations. Head ing th e lis t is 
BYTE which not o nl y publi shes a wid e 
vM iety of technica l art icles of interest to 
pel"so nal co mputing fo lks, but also pro vid es 
a wid e asso l"tm ent of other goodies such as 
new produ ct announ cements, boo k rev iews, 
and news coverage of personal co mputing 
conferences. Among several o ther publi ca-



tions, each has its ow n unique orientation. 
Interface Age, a gene ral hobbyist pUb li ca
tion, started as th e news letter of the South 
ern California Compute l' Society, but is now 
published independently. Th e stated missio n 
of Dr Dobb's journal of Calisthenics and 
Orthodontia is to foster the free exchange of 
software. One has onl y to look at the 
creatio n of Tiny BAS IC to rea li ze the 
inCl"edible success that Dr Dobb's has had in 
accomp lishing its goa l. Dav id Ahl 's Creative 
Computing is o ri ented toward the use of 
computer ga mes by kid s as an edu ca tional 
veh icle. People's Computer Company is 
pu bli shed in newslette r format, is large ly 
oriented towa rd s kids, but has signifi cant 
perso nal co mputing coverage. Several o th er 
estab li shed publications such as Popular 
Electronics and Radio Electronics featu l'e 
major sec tions devoted to personal 
computi ng. 

Any discussion of the persona l computing 
movement wo uld not be compl ete without 
mention of the majo l' confe rences. Th e f irst 
major con ference was the MITS WOI'ld Altair 
Co nvention held one weekend in March 
1976 in Albuquerqu e NM . Although it was 
supposedl y an Altair users' co nfere nce, when 
one wandered around the lobby of the hotel, 
th e fee ling of a big co mputel' clu b mee ting 

LOOKING FOR ... ? 
• IMSAI 
• Polymorphic Systems 
• Technical Design Labs (TDL) 
FOR YOUR IMSAI / ALTAIR 

How About.. . 
• A Video Interface which provides 16 x 64 

characters, upper and lower case, graphics 
and a parallel input port for a keyboard. al l 
on one board!! 

• 16k RAM on ONE CARD. Super low 
power - 500 rna for 16k!! Super fast 
access - 200 ns!! Start with on ly 4k. 8k 
or 12k then expand (0 16k later. 

• LOW, LOW PRICES on all products. 

Write or call us for information and complete 
price list. 

YOUR MAILORDER COM PUTER SHOP: 

Call: (315) 637·6208 

~ 
P.O. Box 71 . Fayelteville, N .Y. 13066 

Owning a computer does not by itself provide a per
son with all that's needed to learn about computers. 
There is a major educational process that must be 
"endured" in order to reap the rewards of computing 
in one's personal life. 

was ve ry strong; and the fact th at MITS was 
the organizer was rea ll y in cid ental. In at ten
dance were neat" ly 1,000 peo ple from across 
the cou ntry with a few intern at io nal visitors. 

The next majo r mil esto ne was Perso nal 
Co mputing 76 held during August 1976 in 
Atl ant ic City NJ. The co nfe rence was or
ganized alm ost single handed ly by John 
Dilks, with major contr ibut ions provid ed by 
Dave J ones and Jim Main . Th e co nfe rence 
stal· ted as a project of a ham I'adio clu b bu t 
soon outgrew all expectat ions, probab ly 
simpl y because a co nfe rence was needed. 
The ve ry successfu l co nference drew 88 
ex hibitol's with '110 boo ths and near ly 5,000 
attendees. 

Seve ral co nferences wi ll probably be held 
ove r the nex t year. One "must" co ming 
event for perso nal computing enthusiasts is 
the 1977 Nat ional Computer Conferen ce 
Personal Computing Fair and Expos itio n 

Circle A12 7 

TURN ON COMPUTALKER 

WITH (OMPTEK 
Now your micro can control AC 
power outlets with COMPTEK's NEW 
pe3200 Power Control System. 

• 1 to 32 independently address
able control channels 

• Remote power control units
no AC power on logic board 

• Opti ca lly isolated, current lim-
ited, low voltage control lines 

• Accessible through most BASIC's 

• ALTAIR and IMSAI compatible 

Write today for more details! 

" Real World Electronics" 

P. O. Box 516 
La Canada, CA 91011 
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CT· 1 
SPEECH 

SYNTHESIZER 
High Quality Voice Output 

Altair/lMSAI/Polymorphic plug-in 
Nine Acoustic Control Parameters 
Includes 8080 Interface Software 

$395.00 plus shipping 

Order a demonstration cassette 
52.95 postage paid 

Write for informative literature 

Calif. residen ts add 6% sales tax 

COMPUTALKER CONSULTANTS 
P.O. Box 1951 , Dept. 8, Santa Monica, CA90406 
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Soon we will be waiting only for some clever and well 
financed company to package the Home Information 
Processing Center and thus create the consumer de
mand for this next major home appliance concept. 

Expert guidance is usually 
available from the com
puter store .. . it is a place 
to turn for local help and 
instruction. 

Articles Policy 

BYTE is continually seek
ing quality manuscripts writ
ten by individual s who are 
apply ing personal systems, or 
who have knowledge which 
will prove useful to our 
readers. Manuscripts should 
hav e double spaced type
written t ex ts with wide mar
gins. Numbering sequences 
shou ld be maintained sepa
rately for figures, tables, 
photos and listings. Figures 
and tables should be provided 
o n separate sheets of paper. 
Photos of technica l subjects 
should b e take n with uniform 
li ghting, sharp focus and 
should be supplied in the form 
of c lear glossy black and white 
or color prints (if you do not 
have access to quali ty photog
raphy, items to be photo
graphed can be shipped to us 
in many cases). Computer 
listings should be supplied 
using the darkest ribbons pos
sible on new (not recycled) 
blank white computer forms 
or bond paper. Where possible, 
we would like authors to sup
ply a short statement abou t 
their background and experi
ence. 

Artic les which are accepted 
are typically acknowledged 
with a binder c heck 4 to 8 
weeks after receipt. Honorar
iums for articles are based 
upon the technical quality and 
suitability for BYTE's reader
sh ip and are typically $25 to 
$50 per typeset magazine 
page. We recommend that 
authors record their name and 
address information redun
dantly on materials submitted, 
and that a return envelope 
wi th postage be supplied in 
the event the article is not 
accepted. -

schedu led for June 13-16 in Dall as TX . The 
National Computer Conference is the 
world's largest computer conference, at
tracting over 250 exh ibitors with more than 
1,000 booths and drawing more than 25,000 
attendees. Major personal computing activ i
ties are planned for the 1977 NCC includ ing 
a Perso nal Computing Fair, a special ex hibit 
area fOI" personal computing prod ucts, a 
program of paper and panel sessions, and a 
Computer Club Congress. 

Now let's turn ou r attention to the 
manufacturers who started and su pport the 
personal co mputing movement. What types 
of companies are prod ucing personal com
puting products 7 Until very recently, the 
typical personal computing product manu
facturer was a rather smal l company whose 
onl y product lines were in the personal 
comp ut ing area; fOI" exampl e, IMS Associ
ates, Polymorphic Systems, Pro cessor Tech
nology and Cromemco. Companies that 
don't quite fit the personal computing 
speciali zation are MITS , Southwest Techni
cal Products, and iCOM . Recentl y, several 
larger companies have been seen making 
moves into the personal computing market ; 
namely, Texas Instruments, Intel, and 
Digita l Equipment Corporation. 

Although at first near ly all personal com
puting products were so ld by mail order 
direct from the manufacturer, we see now an 
important new institutio n emerg ing - the 
retail computer store . Presently, there are 
over 250 computer stores in the United 
States [based on the number of BYTE's 
direct dealer sales outlets!. A computer 
store is not an electron ics store or green
house that happens to stock computers. The 
best comp uter stores offer a wide variety of 
products and services for the comp uter 
hobbyist and sma ll business, including 
several lin es of computers, parts, peripherals, 
prototyping equipment, books, magazines, 
software, repai r servi ce, custom i nterfac i ng, 
and consulting. The typical co mputer store 
has on display severa l demonstration com
puting systems so that an individua l can see 
and try before buying. The computer sto re 
concept offers severa l advantages to the 
purchaser over buying directly from the 
manufacturer at no additional cost. The 
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purchaser need not deal with several manu
facturers in order to reap the benefits of cost 
and feature comparisons. Expert guidance is 
usually available from the computer store. 
Local service is provided as well as answers 
to the myriad of questions sure to materi
alize when a person takes home his/her first 
computer. 

Now that we have characterized the 
person al computing movement in terms of 
the people, their clubs and conventions, the 
magazines they read, and the manufacturers 
of personal computing products, let's turn 
our attention to the impact of personal 
computing and its future. Most importantly, 
personal computing is the leading edge of 
the sharing of computing power by large 
corporations and government with the 
people . Soon our homes will be full of 
computers quietly improving man y types of 
consumer goods, including: ovens, sew ing 
machines, stereos, televisions, automobiles, 
sprinkler systems and security systems. 

More significantl y, however, the Home 
Information Processing Center is emerg ing 
from the effo rts of personal computing 
enthu siasts to use the computer to improve 
the quality of their everyday activ it ies. Th e 
Home I nformation Processing Center wi II 
provide a central coordination faci lity for 
other hom e appliances, assistance in a 
myri ad of personal business and record 
keep ing tasks, interface with external sys
tems such as bank electro nic funds transfer 
systems and reta il stores, endless entertain
ment with computer based games, individu
alized learning through computer ass isted 
instruction for us and our children, partial 
rep lacement for the mai l with a hom e to 
home telephone-based communication sys
tem, remote access by telephone to home 
control functions, and each home with 
clerical assistance such as text ed iting. 

Th e public is being primed now for 
acceptance of the Home I nformation Proc
essing Cente r. On the other hand, as men
tioned before, many co nsum er goods are 
incorporati ng microprocessors as co ntro l 
components, so the public will start to think 
of the microcomputer as a rather ordinary 
device. On another front, video games are 
beginning to physically appear a lot li ke the 
Home Informat ion Process ing Center. 
Specifically, the games are using the tele
vision as an outp ut device, some of them are 
using simple keyboards as input devices, and 
some use audio tape cassettes as a means of 
storing programs. From this video game to 
the Home I nformation Processing Center is a 
seem ingl y sma ll step. Th e Hom e Information 
Processi ng Center would have the keyboard, 
the television, and the tape cassette in 



addition to mass storage, such as a floppy 
di sk, a hard copy outp ut dev ice, not very 
different from the ord inary typew ri te l-, and 
be interfaced to the telephone lin e_ Th e 
hardware technology for a low cost Ho me 
Infol-mation Process ing Center ex ists. Th e 
app licatio n and software techno logy will 
grow fro m th e pel-so nal computing move
ment. Soon we will be waiting o nly for so me 
clever and well-financed company to 
package th e product and u eate the co n
sumer demand for this next major hom e 
appliance_ Wh en the Home Inform ation 
Process ing Center has become co mmonpl ace, 
personal computing will have grown to 
maturity_ 

What started as a hobby could well grow 
into a "necessity" of life_-

The Word "Byte" Comes of Age . .. 

We received the fo llowing from W Buch
holz, one of the individuals who was work
ing on IBM's Project Stretch in the mid 
7950s. His letter tells the story. 

Not being a I-eg ul ar reader of YO UI- maga
zine, I heard about the ques tion in th e 
Nove mber 1976 issue regarding the ori gin of 
the term "byte" from a co ll eague who knew 
that I had perpetrated this pi ece o f jargo n 
(see page 77 of No vember 79 76 BYTE, 
"Olde Englishe "j _ I search ed my fil es and 
could no t locate a birth ce rtifi cate. But I am 
sure th at "byte" is co ming of age in -1977 
with its 2 1 st birthday. 

Many have assumed th at byte, meaning 8 
bits, ol-iginated with the IBM System/360, 
wh ich spread such bytes far and wide in th e 
mid-1 960s. Th e edi to r is cor rect in poin t ing 
out th at the term goes back to the ea rl ier 
Stretch computer (but in co rrect in th at 
Stretch was the first, not th e las t , of IBM's 
second-generation transisto ri zed computers 
to be deve loped). 

Th e first I-efe rence found in the fil es was 
contained in an intern al memo written in 
June 1956 during th e earl y days of deve lop
ing Stretch. A byte was described as con
sisting of an y number of parall el bits fro m 
one to six. Thus a byte was assumed to have 
a length appropri ate for the occas ion. Its 
first use was in the co ntex t of th e input
output equipm ent of th e 1950s, whi ch 
handl ed six bits at a time. Th e poss ibi lit y of 
go ing to 8 bit bytes was co nsidereel in 
August 1956 ana incorpol-ated in th e des ign 
of Stretch shortly thereafter . 

The first publ ished reference to the term 
occurred in 1959 in a paper " Process ing 
Data in Bits and Pieces " by G A Bl aauw, F P 
Brooks J r and W Buchholz in the IRE 
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Names and addresses of some of the pUblications 
mentioned in this editorial: 

Interface Age publi she'd bV McPheters, Wolfe & 
Jones, 6515 Sunset Blvd, Suite 202, Holly
wood CA 90028 (monthly). 

Dr Dobb's Journal of Computer Cal is thenics and 
Orthodontia, published by Peopl e's Computer 
Company, paB 310, Menlo Park CA 94025 
(monthly). 

Crea tive Computing, publi shed by Ideametr ics, 
paB 789-M, Morristown NJ 07960 (every two 
months) . 

Peop le's Computer Company, publ ished by 
People's Computer Company , paB 310, Menlo 
Park CA 94025 (publi shed severa l times during 
the school year! . 

Popular Electronics, pUblished by Ziff-Davis, 
widely available on newsstands (monthly). 

Radio Electronics, published by Gernsback Publi
cations Inc, widely avail able on newsstands 
(monthly). 

Transactions on Electronic Computers, June 
1959, page 121. Th e no tions of that paper 
were elabo rated in Ch apter 4 of Planning a 
Computer System (Project Stretch) , edited 
by W Buchhol z, McGraw-Hili Book Com 
pany (1962). The rati onale fOI- co ining the 
term was ex pl ained th ere on page 40 as 
follows: 

Byte denotes a group of bits used to 
encode a character, or the number of 
bits transmitted in parallel to and from 
input-output units. A term other than 
character is used here because a given 
character may be represented in dif
ferent applications by more than one 
code, and different codes may use 
different numbers of bits (ie, different 
byte sizes). In input-output trans
mission the grouping of bits may be 
completely arbitralY and have no rela
tion to actual characters. (The term is 
coined from bite, but respelled to 
avoid accidental mutation to bit) 

System/360 too k over many of the 
Stretch concepts, inc luding the basic byte 
and word sizes, which are powers of 2. For 
economy, howeve r, the byte size was fixed 
at the 8 bit maxim um , and address ing at the 
bit leve l was replaced by byte address ing. 
Sin ce then the term byte has ge nerall y 
meant 8 bits, and it has thus passed into the 
ge neral vocab ul ary_ 

Are there any o ther terillS co ined espe
ciall y fo r the com puter fi eld wh ich have 
fo und th eil- way into gene l- al di ct io nMies of 
the English language) 

W Buchholz 
24 Edge Hill Rei 

Wappingers Falls NY 12590 
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